NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION 


In recent years the former tendency to Anglicize or Latinize foreign names has gradually become 
less common. In most cases the names of modern foreigners are now transmitted faithfully to the 
respective vernacular, even in the credits of Hollywood films. The names of ancient and medieval 
monarchs, on the other hand, are often still given their English equivalents. The problem is one of both 
cultural prejudice and of consistency: the English names contrast starkly with the ones that do not have 
English or even Latin equivalents and also with the names of modern individuals that are left unaltered. 
So, in a list of Byzantine emperors we may encounter Constantine, Nikephoros, Staurakios, Michael, 
Basil and so on, following the recommendation of the authors of the Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium 
(Oxford 1991). But such criteria for change are very arbitrary and uneven. Moreover, providing English 
or Anglicized equivalents for such names is not only arbitrary and disruptive, it also makes names 
written in this manner “acceptable” only to the English reader: where English may have Shoshenq, 
German would demand Schoschenq, and French Chechanq. 

Like the editors of Rulers and Governments of the World (Bowker 1978), I find the only consistent 
and fully acceptable approach to be the standard vernacular forms, using, if necessary, standard 
international characters for transcription or faithful “scientific” transliteration. The criterion for a 
successful transliteration of alphabetic scripts is the unambiguous reflection of the original orthography. 
The resulting forms may seem outlandish, but such are the cultures that produced them. Moreover, 
where English equivalents do exist, they should be recognizable easily enough. 

LATIN 

Since the English alphabet includes the Latin one in its entirety, Latin presents the least problems 
in transliteration. Forms rendered in Latin-based alphabets are presented exactly as found, e.g., Francis 
(English), Francois (French), Franz (German), Francesco (Italian), Francisco (Spanish), Franciszek 
(Polish), etc. The only changes to the original spelling are in rendering classical Latin proper, by 
differentiating v and u (both originally rendered by v) and writings where c stands for it (thus Gains, 
instead of Cains). The late form j is not used, both because of its late appearance and because it is not 
pronounced differently from i andy in Latin (thus lulius instead of Julius). 

Fable of special characters and common digraphs and their approximate pronunciation in European 
languages employing the Latin alphabet: 


* The generic (“Italian”) pronunciation of the vowels is: a (father), e (bed), i (see), 0 (lot), u (r»le). 


Transliteration (pronunciation) 


Transliteration (pronunciation) 

A a 

father (Cz„ Hung., Ir„ Slovak) 

Ch ch 

chin (Span.); shin (Fr„ Port.); lo ch (Cz. 


cow (Ic.) 


Ger., Pol., Slovak); eat, key (It.) 

A a 

sim. to a and like Russian bi (Rom.) 

Cs cs 

chin (Hung.) 

A a 

man (Est., Fin., Ger., Slovak, Sw.) 

Cz cz 

chin (Pol.) 

JE x 

man (Dan., Nor.) 

Dd 

soldier (Cz., Slovak) 

A a 

azwght (Dan., Fin., Nor., Sw.) 

Dd 

soldier (Bos., Cr„ Slovene) 

A a 

b«rn (Rom.) 

Dd 

them (Old English, Ic.) 

An 

French non, en (Pol.); father (Lith.) 

Dd dd 

then (Welsh) 

A a 

father (Lat.) 

Dh dh 

then (Alb.) 

Cc 

na/ure (Bos., Cr„ Pol., Slovene); also ci 

Dz dz 

adze (Alb., Hung.) 

Cc 

chin (Bos., Cr„ Cz„ Lat., Lith., Slovak, 

Dzs dzs 

jet (Hung.) 


Slovene) 

Ee 

there (Cz., Hung., Ir„ Slovak); yell (Ic.) 

Cc 

chin (Malt.) 

Ee 

bed ,yet (Cz.) 


fafade (Cat., Fr„ Eng., Port.); chin (Alb.) 





Ee 

Noel (Dutch, Engl., Fr.) 

00 

same as 6 (Dan., Nor.) 


b«rn (Alb.); siine (Hung.) 

06 

longer 6 (Hung.) 

Ee 

date (Lith.) 

06 

nasal o (Port.); shorter 6 (Est.) 


nasalized hen (Pol.); there (Lith.) 

CE oe 

French co?ur (Fr.) 

Ee 

there (Lat.) 

Rf 

run (Slovak) 

Gg 

edge (Malt.) 

Rf 

r+z (Cz.) 


soldier (Lat.) 

Rr 

5 5 

r+y (Lat.) 

Gh gh 

get (It.) 

Rr rr 

Spanish terra (Alb.) 

Gh gh 

lengthens vowels or h (Malt.) 

Rz rz 

measure, r+z (Pol.) 

Gjgj 

solder (Alb.) 

S s 

shin (Pol.); also si 

Gy gy 

solder (Hung.) 

S s 

shin (Bos., Cr„ Cz., Est., Fin., Lat., 

Hh 

emphatic h (Malt.) 


Lith., Slovak, Slovene) 

ii 

see (Cz„ Hung., Ic„ Ir„ Slovak) 

§§ 

shin (Rom.) 

ii 

sim. to d and like Russian bi (Rom.) 

Sch sch 

.sZun (Ger.) 

I i 

Aida (Dutch, Fr.) 

Sh sh 

shin (Alb.) 

Ii 

see (Lat.) 

Sz sz 

sun (Hung.), shin (Pol.) 

n 

see (Lith.) 

1 ? 

mess (Ger.) 

IE ie 

yet (Malt.) 

Tt 

k+y (Cz., Slovak) 

IJij 

hay (Dutch) 

Tt 

5 > 

le/s (Rom.) 

Kk 

5 5 

k+y (Lat., Lith.) 

Thth 

thorn (Alb.) 

LI 

love (Slovak) 

Tyty 

t+y, stew (Hung.) 

El 

l+y, million (Slovak) 

Uu 

soon (Cz., Hung., Ic., Ir.) 

LI 

l+y, million (Lat., Lith.) 

Uu 

soon (Cz.) 

El 

were (Pol.) 

Uii 

French wne (Ger., Est., Hung.) 

Fill 

co//ection (Cat.) 

Uu 

longer u (Hung.) 

LI 11 

l+y, million (Cat., Span.); 

U u 

soon (Lat.) 


shin (Welsh); co//ection (Alb.) 

Vh 

soon (Lith.) 

Lyly 

toy (Hung.) 

Xh xh 

yet (Alb.) 

Nn 

n+y, onion, canyon (Pol.); also ni 

Yy 

see (Cz., Ic.) 

Nn 

n+y, onion, canyon (Cz„ Slovak) 

Zz 

measure (Pol); also zi 

Nn 

n+y, onion, canyon (Span.) 

Zz 

measure (Bos, Cr, Cz, Est, Fin, Lat, 

Nn 

> j 

n+y, onion, canyon (Lat., Lith.) 


Lith., Slovak, Slovene) 

Nh nh 

n+y, onion, canyon (Port.) 

Zz 

measure (Malt., Pol.) 

Njnj 

n+y, onion, canyon (Alb.) 

Zh zh 

measure (Alb.) 

Ny ny 

n+y, onion, canyon (Hung.) 

Zs zs 

measure (Hung.) 

06 

azwght (Cz., Hung., Ir„ Slovak) 

n 

thorn (Ic.) 

06 

c (before 

oh (Ic.); soon (Pol.) 

French co?ur (Est., Fin., Ger., Hung., 
Ic., Sw.) 

a, o, u): car, cork, curb (Eng., Dutch, Fr., 

Ger., It., Rom., Span.) 

c (before 

e, i, a): center, cinder (Eng., Dutch, Fr.); 

chin (It., Rom.); le/s (Ger.); thorn (Span.) 


c: le/s (Alb., Cz., Est., Hung., Lat., Lith., Pol., Slov.) 

j:yet (Alb., Eng., Lux.); measure (Cat., Fr„ Port., Rom.);yet (Cz„ Dan., Ger., Est., Fin., Hung., Nor., Pol., Sw., 
Slov.); hot (Span.) 

s: shin (Hung.); prism (Ger., if initial as in Sohn); shin (Ger., if preceding p or t as in S^rache, S'/e in) 
v: ftt (Ger.); w: vine, (Dan., Fin., Ger., Nor., Pol., Sw.) 
x: shin (Old Span.), hot (Span.) 
z: le/s (Ger., It.); less (Dan., Nor., Sw.); thotn (Span.) 



GREEK 

Ancient and medieval Latin writers transcribed Greek names according to their own custom, for 
example substituting c for x, and Latin endings like -us for -og, and -aeus for -caog. This practice was 
transferred into English but is now increasingly—and correctly—abandoned in favor of a more “Greek” 
transcription. Here one runs into problems of orthography versus pronunciation. Unlike Ancient 
Greek, Medieval Greek was sounded very much like Modern Greek, especially in the cases of (Z (v 4 ~b), 
rj (i 4 ~e), v (y ^~u) and the diphthongs av (av/af 4 ~au) ei (i 4 ~ei) ev (ev/ef^~eu). But to represent these 
phonetic changes would obliterate the orthography of the Greek words and a non-specialist may not be 
able to deduce the proper Greek spelling from the transcription. The transliteration employed here is 
intended to faithfully represent Greek orthography. Greek v is transcribed as u in diphthongs and as_y 
between consonants, thus Eurydike for EupuSncvj. Here e stand for vj, to distinguish it from e for s. 
Similarly, Konstantinos for Kcovoraimvoi;, where o stands for a to distinguish it from o for o. In the 
former case, the writing also reflects a significant difference in pronunciation between the two letters. 
The letter h by itself represents the “rough breathing” found at the beginning of some Greek words 
starting with a vowel. Otherwise it is employed in representing the aspirated consonants <p, and^. 
Since x is represented by k, its aspiration % is represented by kh rather than the more traditional 
Latinizing ch, avoiding the all too real potential for gross mispronunciation. Likewise, the traditional 
ph for <f> and th for & A rough breathing mark over a p (initial or second in a sequence of two) 
indicates that the r is trilled. But since this is not aspiration, it is not rendered rh (as traditionally done 
in English under the influence of Latin). It is sufficient to observe that every initial and every second in 
a sequence of two p is trilled. The only real departure from the Greek orthography is writing n in cases 
where g stands for it (thus Angelos instead of Aggelos). Suffice it to say, any n that occurs before k, 
kh, or x in a Greek word represents a written ^ (y, as in yy, yx, yg, y%). Although by the Middle Ages ft 
was pronounced like our v, it is transcribed as b throughout. The consonant p has to be transcribed 
with two letters, ps, and it also replaces any potential occurrence of 7 t+g. Accents and diacritics are not 
represented in transliteration, apart from the rough breathing (becoming h), the macron for e and o, 
and the diaeresis for i and illy (where they do not form diphthongs with preceding vowels). 


Table of correspondences and approximate pronunciation for 

Transliteration (pronunciation) 

■ the Greek alphabet: 

Transliteration (pronunciation) 

A a 

a (father) 

Nv 

n 

B p 

b (earlier bed, later fine) 

2 l 

x (axe) 

ry 

g {go, later aspirated 1 ) 

O o 

o (dun, hop) 

AS 

d {do g, later aspirated 1 3 ) 

n 7t 

p (sap) 

Eg 

e {end, bed) 

p P 

r 5 


z (earlier wisdom, later zebra) 

Xu; 

s ( 5 hter 4 ) 

Hrj 

e (earlier thread, later meet ) 

Tr 

t (stop) 

09 

th (earlier aspirated t, later thorn') 

Tu 

y (earlier French tu, later every) 

I i 

i (earlier it or meet, later meet or yet) 

fl> cf> 

ph (earlier aspirated p, later fog) 
kh (earlier aspirated k, later loch 6 ) 

Kk 

k (stic&) 


Ak 

1 


ps {p+s) 

M ft 

m 

O co 

6 (atwght, don) 


1 In modem Greek, g (y) is usually aspirated, but before the vowels i (i) and e (s) is pronounced likey in yet. 

2 As voiced th in then, but not unvoiced th in thorn. 

3 Trilled like Spanish r. 

4 But voiced (like z) before b (fi), g (y), d (d), and in (ft); the alternate form g is used at the end of words. 

5 But not voiced th as in then. 

6 As in Scottish Loch Ness, or German doch. 



Greek Diphthongs (note that a'i, zi, av, zv do not function as diphthongs) 


at 

ai (earlier aisle, later ever) 

Ul 

yi (earlier apveen, later yield) 

av 

au (earlier cow, later navigate/after) 

Wl 

oi (earlier o+i) 

zi 

ei (earlier freight, later even) 

yy 

ng (si ng) 

zv 

eu (earlier e+u, later eeery/he/ty) 


nx (Sphinx) 

01 

oi (earlier boy, later even) 

yK 

nk {ankle, modern ^0) 

ou 

ou (rale) 

yx 

nkh( n+kh ) 

T 

ei (earlier e+i, later meek) 

ft 7 t 

mp ( Olympiad, modern bed) 

y]u 

eu (earlier e+u, later even) 

VT 

nt (a nt, modern dog) 


CYRILLIC 

This alphabet was adapted from Greek in Bulgaria in the late 9 th or early 10 th century and spread to 
Russia and Serbia in the Middle Ages. It is used (and customized) by a number of modern languages, 
most of them Slavic. Here the cumbersome and sometimes ambiguous Library of Congress system is a 
common but very undesirable choice. A preferable option used in more scholarly works largely 
corresponds to the consistent and unambivalent system developed for Serbo-Croatian, matching 
Cyrillic and Latin-based characters. The few additional characters necessary to transcribe Cyrillic letters 
not found in Serbian can be readily supplied from other Latin alphabets. The resulting transliteration 
basically produces a one-on-one correspondence between Cyrillic and Latin-based symbols. 

Nevertheless, some Cyrillic letters need to be represented by two Latin ones in transliteration. 
Serbian At and h> are represented by Ij and nj (replacing any potential occurrence of A+j or u+j), 
Bulgarian and Russian m by st and sc respectively (replacing any potential occurrence of lu+rn or tu+v), 
and 10 and a by ju and ja (replacing any potential occurrence of u+y or u+a). Unlike Greek and 
English, Cyrillic letters are generally pronounced only one way in each vernacular. The table represents 
only the Bulgarian, Russian and Serbian Cyrillic letters, listed in the Russian alphabetical order. 


Table of correspondences and approximate pronunciation for the Cyrillic Alphabet: 

* B.=Bulgarian, R.=Russian, S.=Serbian, LC = Library of Congress forms, for reference 



Transliteration (pronunciation) 

LC 


Transliteration (pronunciation) LC 

A a 

a (father) 


n n 

P 


B 6 

b 


Pp 

r 7 


B B 

v (sometimes off when final) 


Cc 

s (as in salt) 


Tr 

g(g°) 


Tx 

t 


/u 

d 


Yy 

u (as in rale) 


Ee 

e (B., S.: end, bed, R.jyet) 


0 $ 

f 


XC>K 

z (measure) 

zh 

Xx 

h (loe/7 8 ) 

kh 

3 3 

z 


nil 

c (le/s) 

ts 

H H 

i (eve, city) 


Hh 

c {chin) 

ch 

H it 

j (B„ R.: toy) 

1 

III in 

s (s^?in) 

sh 

Kk 

k 


mm 

st (B.), sc (R.) 

sht, shch 

JI ji 

1 


E> t 

a (B.: b«rn 9 ) 

u 

M M 

m 


bl bi 

y (R.: like a+j) 


H H 

n 


b b 

' (B., R.: soft sign 10 ) 


Oo 

0 (as in don, hop) 


3 a 

e (R.: end) 



7 Trilled like Spanish r. 

s Like Scottish Loch Ness or German doch, but sometimes softer. Sometimes rendered x in scholarly transliteration. 

9 Silent in Russian, either ignored in transliteration or represented by ". 

10 Softens preceding consonant, e.g., n+b (in ciwbo), is pronounced like Spanish «, compare Serbo-Croatian n, (nj). 




KD to 

ju (B„ R.: wnion) 

iu JB tb 

lj (S.: million) 

Kx 

ja (B., R.: yard) 

ia Fb H, 

nj (S.: onion, canyon, Spanish n 

Ee 

e (R.: yonder) 

hh 

c (S.: na/ure) 

Jj 

d (S.: soldier) 
j (S-: toy) 


dz (S.:, edge) 


NEAR EASTERN LANGUAGES 

The languages used in the Near East belong to several linguistic families, here summarized on the 
basis of written systems as Semitic (e.g., Akkadian, Hebrew, and Arabic), Caucasian (e.g., Armenian 
and Georgian), Egyptian, Iranian (e.g, Persian, Farsi), and Turkish. Although not all of these systems 
are alphabetic, for the most part the transliteration is exact. The following table sets out the 
correspondence between the transliteration of these scripts and the approximate pronunciation. 

Table of approximate pronunciation for Near Eastern transliteration symbols: 


C. 

= Caucasian, Eg. 

= Egyptian, Ir. = Iranian, S. = Semitic, T. = Turkish 




Language 

Approximate pronunciation 



5 

S. 

[aleph) glottal stop 



c 

Eg- S. 

[ay in) 



C 

C. 

lets 


ts 

C 

T. 

> r 


d i 

i 

c 

C. 

pan£s, aspirated or palatalized c 


ts' 

9 

Ir. 

kiss 


ss 

9 

T. 

chess 


ch 

c 

C. Ir. 

chess 


ch 

vl 

c 

C. 

church, aspirated or palatalized c 


ch' 

d 

S. 

emphatic d 



d 

s. 

then 


dh 

d 

Eg- 

jar 


d J 

dz 

C. 

beads 



3 

s. 

(in Hebrew: bwrn; or silent divider between consonants) 



e 

c. 

say 



e 

c. 

burn 



g 

T. 

aspirated g 


g h 

g 

C. Ir. S. 

aspirated g 

g 

g h 

h 

Eg- S. 

emphatic h 


h, ch 

h 

Eg- 

German ich 


kh, ch 

h 

Eg- S. 

loch, German doch 

X 

h,kh 

i 

T. 

burn 



j 

C. 

beads 


dz 

j 

T. 

measure 


zh 

I 

C. Ir. S. 

jar, ^em (in Egypt: ^o) 

g 

j, dj 

k' 

C. 

&ind, aspirated or palatalized k 



1 

C. 

aspirated g 

1 

g h 

6 

C. Ir. 

awn ing 



P' 

C. Ir. 

port, aspirated or palatalized p 


ph, f 

q 

Eg. Ir. S. 

emphatic uvular and aspirated k 

k 


r 

C. 

thrilled r 


ar 

r 

Ir. 

art 


ar 



s 

Eg- 

set 

s 

s 

s 

C. Eg. Ir. 

shin 


sh 

§ 

T. 

shin 


sh 

s 

Ir. S. 

emphatic s (in Hebrew: lc/s) 



s 

Ir. 

(in Farsi: s, but derived from Semitic t) 



f 

C. Ir. 

rime, thorn, aspirated or palatalized t 



t 

Ir. S. 

emphatic t 



t 

S. 

thorn 


th 

t 

% 

chair 



X 

C. Ir. 

loch, German doch 

k 

kh 

z 

C. Ir. 

measure 


zh 

z 

Ir. S. 

emphatic z 



z 

Ir. 

d+z (in Farsi: z) 



z 

Ir. 

(in Farsi: z, but derived from Semitic d ) 




NON-ALPHABETIC SCRIPTS 

Although some not fully alphabetic scripts (like Akkadian, Egyptian, Brahmi, Devanagari) can be 
transliterated with considerable accuracy, others present serious challenges and have to be treated 
largely through transcription rather than transliteration (i.e., their Romanization is not readily 
reversible). In some cases this is due to the non-alphabetical character of the script, as in Chinese 
(where the current standard of transcription is the Pinyin system). In other cases the Romanization is 
complicated not so much by the character of the script as by the very wide gap between the 
orthography and the pronunciation, as in several Southeast Asian languages, such as Thai. There, for 
example, a strict transliteration would yield something very close to Sanskrit or Pa}i forms but far from 
the actual pronunciation: the standard phonetic transcription Phumipbon Adunyadet corresponds to 
the actual spelling Bbumibol Atulyatej in orthography, and to Bhumipdla Atulyateja in Pali; in addition, 
in most foreign-language publications the king’s name is given as Bbumibol Adulyadej. Consequently 
the Romanization of names originally rendered in such scripts cannot be expected to be as simple or as 
precise as the fully reversible transliteration of Greek, Cyrillic, or Arabic names. 



